Poison Tongue:
A Child's Struggle for Family Truth

A boy's perception of his bedridden father is manipulated by a grandmother's vicious
stories, revealing complex family dynamics.

By Romuald Roman
[From Zakopane Mon Amour, a Memoir coming in 2026]

Grandma Rita tells me about my father: | never called my father "dad,"” not even in my thoughts. He was always
"father" to me. A bad man who lived in our house and did so much harm to us that it would have been better if he
didn't exist at all, because he only made my mother cry, worried Grandma Rita, and kept us poor. He was a bad man,
my father. Grandma Rita's words left no doubt.

"You're still a child, but you can see for yourself what kind of father you have. There's nothing good in him, only evil.
He's different from the fathers of your friends, isn't he? They work, bring home hard-earned money, buy toys for their
children, buy dresses for their wives, save money for better apartments, maybe even for cars, but your father, what?
What does he do all day? He lies in bed pretending to be sick, or even worse — he drinks alcohol. Because — and it
makes me very sad to tell you this — your father is an alcoholic. Yes! An alcoholic! You just need to look in his trash
bin — he drinks a bottle of wine every day. He drinks with lunch. He drinks with dinner. He can't live without drinking.
He can't live without alcohol. Oh! Poor you, poor thing! To have such a father! And to drink so much, he needs
money. Once he had money, | won't tell you how he got it, because it's obvious how — through human suffering or
some kind of theft. God! My God! What a terrible man! But now that he has no money or gold, he sells things from the
house. You can see it yourself, | don't need to tell you; he takes down paintings from the walls, in his room, in your
room — and sells them. Look at the display cabinet, there's less and less porcelain in it because he's sold most of the
things. He sold them for vodka!"

Grandma was telling the truth. For several days, | would burst into tears whenever | remembered the morning
experience of visiting my father in his room. | was looking at pictures of animals in the four-volume edition of Brehm's
Animal Life when some people came to him and asked if they could see our porcelain. He asked them to wait in the
hallway, then got out of bed, put on his burgundy robe, and leaning on his cane, very politely showed them what he
had to sell. Among piles of plates and saucers, dozens of glasses, colorful and blue cups, those that looked new and
those that might have remembered Napoleon, there was a coffee set of — father once told me — "Vatican porcelain."
The cups were tiny, hand-painted and square in shape, and each one had a different scene from mythology painted
on it. And | could, when | visited my father, bring him individual cups to his bed and ask:

"What's in this picture?"
"Hector fighting Achilles."
"And in this one?"
"The Trojan Horse." “

And this poor man, chained to a rock?"

"That's Prometheus."

Father surely knew much more about each character, but he didn't tell me much, just grumbled and brushed me off,
muttering under his breath as if talking to me, an insistently curious youngster, was tiring him.



| was standing with my nose against the glass of the display cabinet, the visitors above me, and father beside me.
After a few minutes of haggling over the price, they began wrapping each cup, teapot, sugar bowl, and cream
container in papers from old newspapers and carefully packing them into boxes.

And | burst into tears!

| had such an attack of crying, | screamed and howled so much, hugging the packed boxes, that the lady took out one
cup and gave it to me to stop me from crying. She couldn't bear my pain. She preferred to make the whole set
incomplete rather than watch a child's despair.

And father just watched. He didn't back out of the sale. He needed money for vodka.
Grandma Rita was telling the truth.

She didn't hide anything from me. She believed it was better for me to know the truth now as a child, than to wait for
years until | grew up and discovered this truth myself. A child more easily gets used to the world around them, even if
it's bad, but if they grow up with this evil every day, it's less painful than a sudden shock. That was Grandma Rita's
spiritual vaccine for children.

Once | told Grandma Rita:

"Father told me that before the war broke out, he was rich and had two cars, a Chevrolet for everyday use and an
Austro-Daimler for special occasions. He showed me photos of him sitting behind the wheel. In those photos, he had
a mustache. Is that true, Grandma?"

"What did he have?! He married a Jewish woman so he might have had something, but he probably drank it all away
too."

"But Grandma Lena said that Dad and she had a lot of money before the war, and that father and his previous wife
jointly bought our house. So they probably pooled their money to buy it, not that she bought the house for him?"

"As if! Like he would have anything of his own! He was as poor as a beggar when he came back from America! He
had nothing!"

"But Grandma Lena said..."

"What did Grandma Lena say? She 'lies like reading music notes.' She had nothing herself when she fled from
Sarajevo, so her son got nothing from her. She summoned him to return from America to save her because she fell
into nervous madness after her husband was slashed with a razor by a butler. He probably had a good reason to
slash him, otherwise he wouldn't have done it! They're all so good! So when it happened, the alarmed, obedient
'sonny,' instead of earning something in America, stupidly came back at her call. But he came back with nothing."

"The butler sl-a-shed Grandma's husband? How did he slash him? The husband who was a count?"

"What kind of count was he? Well, maybe he was, but a low-ranking one, insignificant, without money. A count — my
child —is a Potocki or a Zamoyski, that | understand, that's a count. But Dzieduszycki? What kind of count is that?
When such a count dies, nothing remains except debts."

"It's a pity that father didn't make a career in America."

"That's all we needed, for such mediocrity to make a career in America! And as an actor no less! To be an actor, you
need to know English perfectly. And him! You take English lessons with Mrs. Mikulska in courses for children, right?
You go to lessons every week. And, | bet, you probably already know the language better than he does, don't you?"

"Not really, Grandma. Father reads books in English, thick ones."

"What are you telling me?! Just because he turns the pages when you're looking at him doesn't mean he's reading.
He's pretending. He's lying to you, as with everything."



"And about what happened during the war, is he lying too?"

"Of course! What kind of soldier was he! Young, skinny, and every bullet hit him. He spent the entire war pretending
to be wounded. One lung shot through, and the other too, or maybe the same one shot through? (Hmm... That |
actually believe, because his lungs wheeze disgustingly. Disgustingly.) And shrapnel hit him in the head, no wonder
he has little brain left. What kind of soldier is that? Marshal Pitsudski, father's hero, got no use out of him, only
expenses for treatment."”

"So why did they give him those medals, Grandma? That blue cross that father is so proud of?"
"He probably stole it from someone wounded or dead and pinned it on himself. Don't you know your father?"

Father tells me about his life: "What should | tell you about myself, son. You're small, you won't understand anything.
Besides, that witch, your mother's mother, has already turned you against me so much that whatever | tell you — you'll
only believe her."

"Because she knows that you only love yourself and vodka, and you don't love mom and me."

"I love you too, but I've already lost both your mother and you."

"If you loved me, you would give me that mechanical pencil with the white star that you keep in your drawer."
"Have you gone crazy, son? That's a genuine Mont Blanc!"

"So you won't give it to me? Grandma Rita was right that you're such a bad person."

"Ah! Stop torturing me. I'm barely alive today because of this asthma. I'll give you the pencil! Take it! Since you
already know where it is in the desk drawer — take it and enjoy the pencil."

And then [, not content with feeling victorious in the duel with my father-"monster," needed a moment more to torment
the man lying in bed who could do nothing to me, because | always managed to escape to the door. | stood safely by
the half-open door and, leaving, threw in his direction:

"No matter what you give me, | still know that father is a drunk and a complete lazybones."
Dare | admit such visits to father's room gave me a lot of joy?

In Polish:

Babcia Rita opowiada mi ojcu

Nawet w myslach nigdy nie nazywatem mego ojca tatg. Byt dla mnie zawsze ojcem. Ztym
cztowiekiem, ktéry mieszkat w naszym domu i robit nam tyle ztego, ze lepiej by go ogdle nie byto, bo
przez niego tylko mama ptakata, babcia Rita sie martwita, a my byliSmy biedni. To byt zty cztowiek
ten mdj ojciec. Stowa babci Rity nie pozostawiaty zadnej watpliwosci:

“Ty, dzieckiem jeszcze jestes, ale przeciez widzisz sam jakiego masz ojca. Nie ma w nim nic
dobrego, tylko samo zto. On jest Inny niz ojcowie twoich kolegéw, prawda? Tamci pracuja,
przynoszg do domu ciezko zapracowane pienigdze, kupujg dzieciom zabawki, kupujg zonom
sukienki, odkfadajg pienigdze na lepsze mieszkania, moze nawet na samochody, a twdj ojciec, co?
Co on robi caty dzien? Lezy w t6zku i udaje chorego, albo jeszcze gorzej - pije alkohol. Bo - a bardzo
smutno jest mi ci to mowic - twoj ojciec jest alkoholikiem. Tak! Alkoholikiem! Przeciez wystarczy
spojrze¢ do jego kosza na smieci - codziennie wypija butelke wina. Do obiadu pije. Do kolacji pije.
Nie moze zy¢ zeby nie pi¢. Bez picia alkoholu nie moze zy¢. O! Biedny ty biedny! Takiego mie¢ ojcal
A zeby tyle pi¢ potrzebuje pieniedzy. Kiedys miat pienigdze, juz nie bede ci mowic jak on je zdobyt,
bo to przeciez wiadomo jak, krzywdg ludzkg, albo jakims$ ztodziejstwem. Boze! Méj Boze! Co za
okropny cztowiek! Ale, ze teraz juz nie ma pieniedzy, ani ztota - to sprzedaje rzeczy z domu.
Przeciez widzisz sam, nie musze ci o tym méwi¢; zdejmuje obrazy ze scian, w swoim pokoju, w



twoim pokoju - i sprzedaje. Spdjrz na serwantke, coraz w niej mniej porcelany, bo wiekszos¢ rzeczy
juz sprzedat. Sprzedat na wodke!”

Babcia méwita prawde. Przez kilka dni dostawatem napadéw ptaczu, kiedy tylko mi sie przypomniato
ranne przezycie podczas odwiedzin ojca w jego pokoju. Ogladatem sobie obrazki zwierzat w cztero-
tomowym wydaniu “Zycia Zwierzat” Brehma, gdy przyszli do niego jacy$ panstwo i zapytali czy
mogg ogladng¢ naszg porcelane. On poprosit ich by poczekali w korytarzu po czym wstat z t6zka,
ubrat sie w swoj bordowy szlafrok i oparty o laske, bardzo grzecznie pokazywat im co ma
sprzedania. Posrod stert talerzy i talerzykéw, dziesigtkow kieliszkow, filizanek kolorowych i
niebieskich, takich co jak nowe i takich, ktére moze i Napoleona pamietaty, byt tam komplet do kawy
z - ojciec mi kiedy$ powiedziat - “watykanskiej porcelany”. Filizanki byty malenkie, recznie malowane
i kwadratowe w ksztatcie, a na kazdej wymalowana byt inna scena z mitologii. | ja mogtem, jak
odwiedzatem ojca, przynosi¢ mu do t6zka pojedyncze filizanki i pytac:

“Co jest na tym obrazku?”

“Hektor walczy z Achillesem.”

A natym?

“Kon trojanski.”

“A ten biedny, przykuty tancuchami do skaty?”

“To Prometeusz.”

Ojciec wiedziat na pewno o wiele wiecej o kazdej postaci, ale duzo mi opowiadat, tylko odburkiwat i
zbywat mnie mruczac od nosem, jakby go meczyta rozmowa ze mng, natarczywie ciekawskim
malcem.

Statem wtedy z nosem przy szkle serwantki, nade mng panstwo, a obok ojciec. Po kilku minutach
targowania sie o cene zaczeli zawija¢ kazdg filizanke i czajniczek i cukiernice i pojemnik na
Smietanke w papiery ze starych gazet i pakowac ostroznie do pudetek.

A ja w ptacz!

Takiego dostatem ataku ptaczu, tak wrzeszczatem, wytem, obejmujgc zapakowane pudetka, ze ta
pani wyjeta jedng filizanke i mi jg data bym przestat ptakaé. Nie mogta tej mojej bolesci wytrzymac.
Wolata zdekompletowacé caty serwis byle tylko nie patrze¢ na rozpacz dziecka.

A ojciec tylko patrzyt. Nie odstgpit od sprzedazy. Potrzebowat pieniedzy na wodke.

Prawde moéwita babcia Rita.

Ona nic nie ukrywata przede mng. Uwazala, ze lepiej bym poznat prawde juz teraz jako dziecko, niz
zebym czekat przez cate lata, az dorosne i sam sobie tg prawde odkryje. Dziecko tatwiej
przyzwyczaja sie do otaczajgcego go swiata, cho¢ on zly, ale jak z tym ztem wzrasta kazdego dnia,
to jest to mniej bolesne, niz nagty wstrzgs. Taka to byta duchowa szczepionka dla dzieci babci Rity.
Kiedys opowiadam babci Ricie:

“Mowit mi ojciec, ze zanim wybuchta wojna byt bogaty i miat dwa samochody, Chevroleta na codzien
i Austro-Daimlera od swieta. Pokazywat mi zdjecia, jak siedzi za kierownicg. Na tych zdjeciach nosit
wasy. To prawda, babciu?”

“Co on tam miall? Z Zyddwka sie ozenit to maégt mieé, ale pewnie tez wszystko przepit.”

“Ale babcia Lena opowiadata, ze tato i ona mieli przed wojng duze pienigdze i ze ojciec i jego
poprzednia zona wspadlnie kupili nasz dom. To chyba sie razem posktadali, zeby kupié, a nie tak, ze
ona jemu dom kupita?”

“Akurat! On by co$ miat wtasnego! Przeciez on byt biedny jak dziad jak wrdcit z tej Ameryki! Nic nie
miaf!”

“Ale babcia Lena méwita ...”



“Co “babcia Lena méwita? Przeciez ona to dopiero “ktamie jak z nut’. Ona sama nic nie miata jak
uciekfa z Sarajewa, wiec syn nic od niej nie dostat. Zawezwata go by wrdcit z Ameryki zeby jg
ratowac, bo wpadta w nerwowe wariactwo po tym jak jej meza kamerdyner brzytwg zarznat. Pewnie
miat go za co zarzng¢, bo inaczej by tego nie zrobitl Oni wszyscy dobrzy! Wiec jak to sie stato,
zaalarmowany, postuszny “synek”, zamiast zarobi¢ cos w Ameryce, jak gtupi wrdcit na jej wezwanie.
Ale wrdcit z niczym.”

“Kamerdyner zar-z- nagt babci meza? Jak to zarznat? Tego meza co byt hrabig?”

“Jakim tam hrabig? No moze i byt, ale takim podrzednym, bez znaczenia, bez pieniedzy. Hrabia -
moje dziecko - to jest Potocki, albo Zamoyski, to ja rozumiem, to jest hrabia. Ale jakis Dzieduszycki?
Co to za hrabia? Jak taki hrabia umrze to nic po nim nie zostaje, tylko dtugi.”

“Szkoda, ze ojciec nie zrobit kariery w Ameryce.”

“No jeszcze tylko tego brakowato, Zeby taka miernota robita kariere w Ameryce! | to jeszcze jako
aktor! Przeciez aby by¢ aktorem trzeba zna¢ perfekcyjnie angielski. A on! Ty bierzesz lekcje
angielskiego u pani Mikulskiej na kursach dla dzieci, prawda? Co tydzien chodzisz na lekcje. |,
zatoze sie, juz teraz pewnie lepiej od niego znasz ten jezyk, czyz nie?”

“Nie bardzo, babciu. Ojciec czyta ksigzki po angielsku, takie grube.”

“Co ty mi tu opowiadasz!, To ze przektada kartkami jak na niego patrzysz to jeszcze nie znaczy, ze
czyta. Udaje. Oktamuje cig, jak ze wszystkim.”

‘I z tym co byto na wojnie tez oktamuje?”

“A jakze! Co to z niego byt za zotnierz! Miody, chudy, a kazda kula w niego trafiata. Przeciez on cata
wojne udawat rannego. A to jedno ptuco przestrzelone, i to drugie, a moze to samo przestrzelone?
(Hmmm ... W to to akurat mu wierze, bo charczy mu w tych ptucach obrzydliwie. Obrzydliwie.) 1w
gtowe szrapnel go trafit, nic dziwnego, ze mu niewiele mézgu zostato. Co to za zotnierz? Ten
marszatek Pitsudski , bohater ojca, nie miat z niego Zadnego pozytku tylko wydatki na leczenie.”

“No to za co dali mu te medale, babciu? Ten niebieski krzyzyk co ojciec taki z niego dumny?”
“Pewnie ukradt komus rannemu, czy niezywemu i sam sobie przypiat. Nie znasz swego ojca?”
Ojciec opowiada mi o swoim zyciu.

“Co ja ci bede méwit o sobie, synu. Maty jestes, nic nie zrozumiesz. Zresztg ta wiedzma, matka
twojej matki, juz cie tak nastawita przeciw mnie, ze cokolwiek bym ci nie opowiadat - uwierzysz tylko
iej-

“Bo ona wie, ze ty kochasz tylko siebie i woédke, a mamy i mnie nie kochasz.”

“Ciebie tez kocham, ale ja i twojg matke i ciebie juz stracitem.”

“Jakbys mnie kochat to by$ mi dat ten swoj wieczny otéwek z biatg gwiazdkg, co go masz w
szufladzie.”

“Czys ty synu zwariowat? Toz to jest prawdziwy Mont Blanc!”

“To mi go nie dasz? Babcia Rita miata racje, ze taki jestes zty cztowiek.”

“Ah! Przestan mnie maltretowac. Ledwo zywy dzi$ jestem przez tg astme. Dam ci ten otéwek!. Wez
go sobie! Skoro juz wiesz, gdzie jest w szufladzie biurka - bierz i ciesz sie otdwkiem.”

A ja wtedy, nie dos¢, ze czutem sie wygrany pojedynku z ojcem-“potworem”, potrzebowatem jeszcze
chwili pastwienia sie nad lezgcym w t6zku cztowiekiem, ktéry nic mi nie mogt zrobié, bo zawsze
zdazytem uciec do drzwi. Statem bezpiecznie przy wpot-otwartych drzwiach i wychodzac rzucatem w
jego kierunku:

“Zeby$ mi nie wiem co dat i tak wiem ze ojciec jest pijak i skonczony len.”

Takie wizyty w pokoju ojca dawaty mi wiele radosci.



